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On Negative Capability
Among the breakers - T'was a quiet Eve;
The rocks were silent - the wide sea did weave
An untumultuous fringe of silver foam
Along the flat brown sand. I was at home,
And should have been most happy - but I saw
Too far into the sea; where every maw
The greater on the less feeds evermore:(Keats , 1818/1979, p.81)
John Keats coined the term 'negative capability', when he suggested that great writers
have the capability to be in "uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after
fact and reason" (Keats, 1817/1979, p.43). Keats' idea of negative capability suggests that a
pursuit of certainty, of knowable fact and reason, is a hindrance to the pursuit of writing (Keats,
1817/1979). The negatively capable writer is able to develop a quality in writing because they
allow themselves to experience not knowing, not understanding fully, and to explore ideas and
perspectives not bound up in an individualised and stubborn truth. It is an ability to resist
forming complete opinions about concepts and ideas we do not understand: an explaining away
of the unknown. The similarities present with negative capability and uncertainty, particularly
the uncertainty present while I wrote these poems, was a driving force for this creative research
project.
The current research applications of negative capability are not as extensive as I would
have expected it to be considering the status of Keats as a poet. The recent papers that explore
its application in relation to poetry, such as Hawrluk & Shilton (2014) who explore it in relation
to place, and Li Ou (2011), who provides the most recent textbook entirely focused on negative
capability, are in the minority of recent papers about the concept. The majority of papers about
negative capability fall under other fields of study, like medicine and business studies, and my
own research project aimed to bolster the research around this concept and strengthen its
relevancy in current poetic practices. I intended to use negative capability as a foundational idea
when exploring the theme of uncertainty within my poetry collection - the very idea of
negative capability, that a 'great' writer can remain in uncertainties and still produce quality
work, engages with the context and position I was in while producing my poetry collection.
It is pertinent to consider the context for Keats' introduction of negative capability; he
relates art to its intensity, and its close connection between truth and beauty (Keats 1817/1979).
Keats believes that negatively capable writers, such as Shakespeare, are able to grasp this
intensity within their works; which allows for a greater level of quality in their writing, and an
exploration of 'truth' - a sticky subject larger than this project can expect to explore. Keats
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